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Sarat Chandra Debo, 
was born in 1911 in the princely 
tamily of Chikitigada in South 
Orissa. He was a pioneering 
modern artist of the first 
generation. He studied art at the 
Heatherly School of Art, London 
(1933-38). On his return to India, 
he founded the first art school, 
Utkal School of Art at Berhampur. 
He was also the founder 
Principal of the Government 
School of Art at Khallikote (1957- 
1966). After his retirement, he 
switched over to Divine Life 
Society movement in Orissa, died 
in, 1973. 
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The Legacy and the New Art 
Dinanath Pathy 


I am thankful to the Lalit Kala Akademi, New Delhi, 
specifically its Vice-Chairman Prof. C.L.Porinchukutty and 
Secretary Dr. Sudhakar Sharma for giving me this opportunity 
to deliver the first lecture in the memory of my revered teacher 
Sarat Chandra Debo. | consider this a great honor. | am also 
thankful to Sri Ramahari Jena who mooted the idea of this 
lecture in the minds of his authorities, even ! had failed to do 
when ! was the Secretary of the National Akademi of Arts. | 
take this opportunity to thank the Regional Secretary Sri 
Ramakrishna Vedala and his staff for organizing this event. 

{ begin with the famous saying of Robert Morris (1970) * 
Artis an activity of change, of disorientation and shift, of violent 
discontinuity and mutability, of the willingness for confusion 
even in the service of discovering new perceptual modes.”! 

Legacy in the field of art is not just the material 
inheritance, it lingers on the art linguistics which with the 
passage of time turns inconsequential and irrelevant. But the 
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irrelevance of art linguistics, or its operational inadequacy does 
not make the parental source redundant and obsolete. This 
source has a potency for renewal and therefore in the hands 
of artists, it changes pattern, function and purpose and 
reappears as essential and prolific. 

The changed and charged inheritance within the 
framework of a legacy is not so simple as it might appear on 
the surface, it takes in its stride, a whole networking of systems 
and functions which are again linked to emotive value 
assessments. The change that makes the legacy dynamic, 
also works at its very roots negating the basics. Each changed 
phase carries within its fold a continuing link through which 
the ‘new’ is understood. Therefore an art form or an art 
movement however ‘new’ is not driven completely from its ‘old’ 
inner essence. The basics are the elements of art linguistics 
like the line, form, shape, structure, texture and color. These 
are the essentials but not the essence of an art language. 
The essence thrives on the artness of the concept. This is an 
abstract phenomenon and not to be confused with the abstract 
art as such. 

The essentiats of art which make the concept visible 
are always present in appearances and reappearances. 
Therefore an art-legacy aims at the creative process and its 
continuance in time, historically from the prehistoric to the 
modern and postmodern. 

Evolution is biological in process. Correspondingly there 
are several parallel evolutionary processes in the psychic, 
metaphysical and creative world. In an advanced social 
condition, evolution is controlled by science and technology. 
Therefore evolutionary process could be traced to scientific 
advancements. This is true of art also. 
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The present or ‘new’ is built upon so many pasts and 
each past is the past of a present transformed and lost in the 
evolution. Considering this as a creative phenomenon., we 
can say that each evolution is a breakthrough, a new 
experiment resulting in rapturing codes, tearing down the 
signifiers and undermining the past structures. Evolution is 
always mounted on tension between the negation and 
affirmation, negation in questioning the values and affirmation, 
sympathizing with the new finds, new formations. In art, the 
only reality that counts is what is brought to the surface and is 
spelt by dint of this visibility. However art might have changed, 
so far it has remained visual, its legacy remaining at the 
substratum as the hidden configuration of the essence. This 
is not apparent and therefore needs sensitivity to understand 
its presence and working. 

The creative process is an eternal search for newness 
and the search always has been directed inward. The cubic 
movement in modern times has remained most powerful and 
changed the basic concept of art. It further led.to a series of 
new explorations. What, however, remained was a new concept 
of space i.e. The concept of a fluid space, in place of the old 
cuboid or parallelepiped laid behind the picture plane. Most 
subsequent art movements have adhered in one form or 
another to this fluid space or have adopted a flat background 
for their pictorial representation. Expressionists like Lyonel 
Feininger and Franz Marc adopted a spatial organization very 
close to the cubists. The only art movement which tried to 
bring back the old kind of pictorial representation was 
surrealism. In fact, it was almost directly antithetical to the 
cubist treatment of objects. But then this movement was not 
interested in purely compositional problems. Its aim was 
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primarily to create a dream image or a world of fantasy, which 
could be achieved more easily by distortions or manipulations 
of the old kind of representational images. One experiences a 
greater shock of surprise to find a familiar object in a wholly 
improbable shape or situation, than to find an unfamiliar object 
in an unfamiliar situation. The main preoccupation of the 
surrealist movement is the dream world of fantasy, a complete 
negation of rationality in which the Post-Renaissance man 
took pride. 

Surrealism and Dada began as a protest against all 
art, its place, therefore, in the creative process has to be clearly 
understood. Dada was a revolt against two major trends of art 
at the beginning of this century. One was in the realm of form, 
the other the realm of content. The former was characterized 
by excessive rationality and the later by the autonomy, to free 
it from all human concerns. Dada denied every value either of 
the world or of art. A movement of such radical negation could 
not create a viable art, but gave rise to the urge for new 
creation. Finally Dada renounced art in favor of life and activity. 
Its nearest expression in art was Marcel Duchamp's attempt 
to create irrational: open ended works whose significance 
depended on what the viewer made of it. Jean Arp made a 
major formal contribution by introducing biomorphic forms. His 
sculptures appeared as foetuses trying to take on fuller form 
under an inner vitality, though without completing the process. 

It seemed that these new experiments were irrational 
and beyond the comprehension and control of man. The image 
that emerged was inchoate and often unformed which played 
a greater role in determining the attitude of man and his art. 
In the words of Tzara, one of the high priests of the movement, 

“Honor, Country, Morality, Family, Art, Religion, Liberty, 
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Fraternity had once answered to human needs : Now nothing 
(remains) of them but a skeleton of conventions-there is a 
great negative work of destruction to be accomplished. We 
must sweep and clean. 3 

The new challenges that the modern artist faced were 
those of a sense of alienation, denial of his individuality and a 
general enfeeblement of sensibility, owing to the din and 
garishness of industrial urban life. The artists’ response to 
this situation are expressionism, fantasy and abstraction. 
Expressionism depended mainly on the assertive use of 
sensuous elements, such as strident colors, sharp tonal 
contrasts in black and white expressed best in graphics, 
exaggerated features, angular shapes, frenzied brush strokes 
or broad patterns sweeping right across the canvas. 

Abstraction in art could be of several kinds from Jackson 
Pollock's action painting to Piet Mondrian’s impersonal 
geometry while Miro'’s fantasy derived from the world of tiny 
biological forms like amoeba, body cells and sperms often 
create a fairyland world whose denizens keep us guessing 
about their identity. 

On the other hand in the Indian context, the most 
representational art is an abstraction, essential of which is 
churned out of the properties from the visible work. The search 
for ideal features in Gupta art, or Mughal! and Pahari Miniatures 
or even in an Orissan Palmleaf is in fact a search for 
abstraction. In this sense, all art from the classical Greek to 
Renaissance and Western academic are abstractions. But 
artists in other cultures, also, form the very beginning, sought 
a more radical form of abstraction. In Egyptian art, the 
tendency always was to keep the human forms close to some 
regular geometrical shape which imparted greater regularity 
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and stability. in African art too, surfaces of the body were 
broken up into various planes, or concavity and convexity were 
strongly emphasized. 

Astonishingly Picasso's cubistic ideas to a great extent 
own the abstract features on the African masks. When we 
consider these earlier attempts as abstraction, the new 
development of abstraction does not appear a complete 
departure from the past traditions of art. The new movement 
for abstraction arose with the cubists, though earlier Cezanne 
had made suggestions that the forms in a picture should 
approximate to geometrical forms. In the earlier cubistic phase 
the abstraction was marked by a bit of spontaneity where as 
in the later phase of synthetic cubism with Juan Gris as the 
main inspirer, the move was deliberate. 

Picasso, Braque and a large number of other cubists 
did not depart from the basic forms and their art was a kind of 
halfway house between representational art and pure 
abstraction. But in case of others like Kasimir Malevich and 
Piet Mondrian pushed abstraction to its logical conclusion, 
i.e. elimination of all objective reference. Kandinsky, not 
belonging to the cubist circle, became the exponent of Abstract 
Expressionism. Malevich also arrived at his idea of pure 
abstraction, which he called supramatism, through an 
obsession with eliminating every trace of the objective world. 

This sudden revelation of a world entirely independent 
of the world of visual phenomena was mainly the product of a 
deep mystic faith- this is a world of spiritual content. The loss 
of faith in the stability of the world and its values mainly 
scientific and technological had become quite wide spread 
since the first decade of the twentieth century. Naum Gabo 
through his constructive art greatly influenced Kandinsky and 
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thought of an alternative world of Art started gaining ground. 
The letter Kandinsky wrote to Herbert Read explaining 
constructivism was significant to understand reality beyond 
the reality. 

“I maintain that knowledge is nothing else but a 
construction of ours and that what we discover with our 
knowledge is not something outside us or a part of a constant 
and higher reality, in the absolute sense of the word; but we 
discover exactly that which we put into place where we make 
the discoveries.... We know only what we do, what we make, 
what we construct; and all that we make, and all that we 
construct, are realities. | call them images, not in Plato’s sense 
(namely, that they are only reflections of reality), but I hold 
that these images are the reality itself and that there is no 
reality beyond this reality except when in our creative process 
we change the images, then we have created new realities" 

The artists voiced their feeling for an alternative 
creation, which could provide greater inner coherence and 
stability against the backdrop of a tottering, crumbling world. 
The general atmosphere marked by anxiety, disillusionment 
and breakdown of values was strongly reflected in the 
expressionist and surrealist art. The deep spiritual yearnings 
of the few artists who became the pioneers of the abstract art 
became points of precipitation, making abstract art the most 
wide spread style of art in our time. The spirituality in art aspired 
to the condition of music only with the composition of pictorial 
elements. The emphasis thus was mainly on the purely 
sensuous and formal ‘essential’ elements in art. To put it other 
way the musical was the ‘essential component’ and the 
‘essence’ was the spiritual element. 

Thus we observe that the modern art movement of the 
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20th century owe its emergence to the legacy of the other world 
art movements of earlier times, starting with classical Greek 
art, Egyptian, African, the Renaissance, Academic art and the 
art of Post - Renaissance. It seems there is no much difference 
between the traditional Indian concept of art and the new 
modern art of the early 20th century Europe with ‘essentials’ 
and ‘essences’. 
"l 

| come down to Orissa to observe and analyze the 
modern art scene, specifically to focus on the contributions of 
Sarat Chandra Debo and built up a legacy of modern art. 
Symptoms of modernism as influences from the west began 
to appear at the early years of the 20th century. The palmleaf 
scribes and chitrakaras began to imitate western dress, 
furniture as well as architecture in their art. The native rajas 
and zamindars started acquiring European oil paintings, prints 
and curios to maintain the neoclassical style at par with other 
Indian rulers. These rulers also built their palaces in European 
architectural fashion. The Gaekwads of Baroda, Nawabs of 
Hyderabad and in Orissa, Maharajas of Balangir Patna, 
Mayurbhanj, Paralakhemandi, Jayapur had their palaces built 
in European style and furnished them with non-Indian stuff. 
Probably the most eccentric collection of this kind is in the 
Salar Jung Museum in Hyderabad. On a more personal level 
the so called Marble Palace belonging to Mullick family in 
Kolkata houses a fascinating melange of European objects 
running from copies of Renaissance masters to some very 
fine paintings and sculptures of the nineteenth century.? 

The encroaching transformation of the artistic 
preference of the Indian intelligentsia reached its logical climax 
with the rise of Raja Ravi Varma. Ravi Varma was a protege 
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of the Maharaja of Travancore, a combined talent with 
aristocratic connections. 

Sarat Chandra Debo® coming from the royal family of 
Chikitigada, a South Orissan zamindari (locally known as 
kingdom) at the outset appears to be a Raja Ravi Varma of 
Orissa but with a great difference. The difference is vital in the 
Orissan context. While the most powerful source for Ravi 
Varma was not actual European paintings in the collection of 
Indian princes, but black and white reproductions of art, 
especially those put out by the Royal Academy. Sarat 
Chandra's encounter with European art was direct during his 
study years in London Heatherly School of Art. He learnt a 
course in Fine Arts and was an academician of high calibre. 
While Ravi Varma most successfully diffused his art among 
the ordinary people by means of oleographs, Sarat Chandra 
choose to disseminate his art by opening an art school in his 
palace. And while the very popularity eventually destroyed 
his reputation, 7 Sarat Chandra's dignity as an artist has not 
been compromised inspite of a hostile climate in Orissa. 

In Orissa the modern art education movement on the 
models of Western pedagogy was surprisingly started by the 
Rajas of Jayapur, Chikitigada (the scion Sarat Chandra first 
started his own institution at Berhampur) and Khailikote. 
Although the Raja of Khallikote did not participate directly but 
sold his palace at a nominal price for the opening of the first 
Orissan art school. 

The beginning of the art movent was tinged with colonial 
flavor, therefore it was no wonder to find a Company kind of 
painting style pursued in earlier Khallikote. However, the 
presence of stone carving, pottery, cane furniture making, 
leather crafts, sewing and knitting in the curriculum did not 
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add any native culture, rather highlighted the farcical dichotomy 
between the ‘fine’ and ‘applied’ art teaching. “In Britain the 
issue of funding art schools on a national! scale had been 
brought into sharp focus as a consequence of the rapid 
industrialization during the nineteenth century. The whole 
system of art teaching was in a turmoil, with a gulf opening up 
between traditional, literate artists reared in academics and 
the growing army of ‘confused’ craftsmen thrown up by the 
Industrial Revolution.”8 

In Orissa the situation of traditional arts was not that 
bad compared to European scenario. In the twentieth century 
Orissa the handicraft practices were in decline due to economy 
reasons but the artistic excellence continue to prevail in some 
isolated pockets, as murals of considerable good quality still 
being painted and temples continued to be built. The best 
example being the Dharakote Jagannatha temple painted in 
1908-9 The bandha textiles of superior quality were and are 
still woven by Orissan weavers. 

Therefore it was surprising that the traditional skill and 
artistic excellence was not incorporated into the syllabus at 
Khallikote. The traditional Orissan painting, stone carving and 
weaving would ‘have changed the basic orientation of art 
students. Instead the Santiniketan style of tempera, wash, batik 
and leather crafts made the students’ outlook indifferent to 
the native arts. Even today this has remained as an alien 
component. Khallikote Art School was confronted with a great 
problem to assimilate diverse influences and interests. Sarat 
Chandra Debo harped at a synthesis of west and east and 
himself practised this toa great extent. This was a time, the 
cubic tendencies were growing in Orissa in the works of Gopal 
Chandra Kanungo, Ajit Keshary Ray and Ananta Panda. Sarat 
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Chandra's works were also contaminated, because we find 
the use of flat angular surfaces in his landscapes and figural 
compositions. 

The cubic orientation intensified the new art movement 
in 60s and continued for a period of about thirty years 
appearing and reappearing in various manifestations in the 
works of students who passed out from Khallikote Art School. 
It is amusing that during this thirty years span all kinds of 
modern art isms appeared in the works of Orissan artists of 
Khallikote school starting with Cubism to Surrealism and 
Expressionism to Impressionism, but Abstract art remained a 
distant dream. There was no clear signalling as ‘Khallikote 
style' and the creative efforts were staggering because of the 
significant absence of intellectuality. Students were not well 
aware of the modern art movements happening elsewhere in 
the country and Khallikote remained as a land locked country 
without fresh air. The Khallikote situation though slowly 
changing is far from satisfactory. 

We few such as Chandra Sekhar Rao, D.N. Rao, 
Ramahari Jena, Siba Panigrahi, Chandramani Biswal, Baladev 
Maharatha, Kasinath Jena, Debaraj Sahu, Jagdish Chandra 
Kanungo, Mahendra Prasad Mahapatra, Gouranga Bariki 
including me are the inheritors of the Khallikote legacy. These 
are the names which make news in Orissan art circte. It is 
also interesting to observe how they branched off to different 
interests in life and only a few of them practise art with capita! 
‘A’. Two or three instances would be suffice to prove the point. 
Ramahari Jena once trained in academic easel painting, now 
switched over to impressionistic style of figuration with high 
technological achievements in the media of print making. 
Chandra Sekhar Rao trained in Shantiniketan tempera and 
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wash now creates marvellous linear paintings with bright colour 
washes on tasar. D.N.Rao taught academic oils, wood cuts 
and lino cuts at Khallikote now teaches print making, lithograph 
and etchings at B.K. College of Art. It would thus be seen 
that the legacy of Sarata Chandra Debo survives in newer 
manifestations, inheritors acquiring new modes of expressions, 
skills, orientations and visions transforming and shooting off 
into national fames.!0 

This legacy got a further boosting with the 
establishment of B.K. College of Art and Crafts at 
Bhubaneswar in the year 1984. A majority of the staff members 
were from Khallikote legacy including the Principal. Thus the 
college opened up new vistas of art teaching although vestiges 
of colonial hangover were there. It laid emphasis on the 
teaching of Art History as a separate discipline along with 
practical subjects and tried to reach out to the national art 
scene. The curriculum paved the way for two separate 
departments, one for Traditional Arts and the second for Design 
(including industrial) and tried to synthesise traditional 
technology with the modern. However after a few years the 
basic purpose was lost. 

Within five, six years of its establishment, results were 
showing. No sooner than the first batch of students finished 
their post-graduation in new art institutions like Baroda, 
Santiniketan (today’s Santiniketan is completely different from 
that of fifties), Delhi and Chandigarh, they themselves 
transformed and transgressed into the national art channel 
and their art breathed a new life. The year 1990 was the take 
off year for the contemporary art movement in Orissa and the 
new art to emerge. 
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I 

In presixties when the Khallikote School of Art came 
into existence and immediately after, the art styles in vogue 
were the British academics (transferred through Kotikata) 
Santiniketan Swadeshi art (revivalistic) and the cubic (from 
the modern isms). Of course a Khalikote synthesis was slowly 
emerging. In post eighties, the Khallikote styles reemerged 
with new refinement and advancement at B.K. College of Art, 
Bhubaneswar with inputs from Banaras Hindu University - 
BHU soft brushing style (through Byomokesh Mohanty at 
Bhubaneswar and Dipti Prakash Mohanty at Khallikote) and 
other national (through all India art camps at the Rashtriya 
Lalit Kala Kendra) and international styles (through the 
availability of catalogues, books and foreign travels). Now along 
with the Kolkata and Santiniketan, we have Banaras, Delhi, 
Baroda, Hyderabad, Gulberga and Khairagarh making the art 
scenario varied and vibrant with immense possibilities. 
Through these styles we came closer with the works of 
renowned artists like K.S.Kulkarni, Dilip Das Gupta, Balbir 
Singh Katt, Madan Lal, Zai Zharotia, Jyoti Bhatt, Rini Dhumal, 
Laxma Goud, K.G.Subramaniam, Atul Bose, Sunil Das, Amitav 
Banerjee, V. Nagdas and V.G.Andani. Earlier we had the 
influences of great masters like Nandalal, Binod Behari, 
Ramkinkar, M.F. Husain, Picasso and Salvador Dali. 

Post-ninety Orissa was an Orissa of great possibilities 
and aspirations. The art scene came to be divided along the 
lines of the legacy and the young generation. This young 
generation vehemently criticized the legacy artists as outdated 
and stagnant holding to establishments, even if they were their 
earlier teachers and mentors. Now the legacy was no more 
only Khallikote rather a mixture of old Kolkata, Santiniketan 
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even old Baroda and Banaras. A few of the young generation 
artists by the demand of circumstances and by choice 
remained full timers in contrast to the legacy artists who were 
part timers and Sarakari artists attending to all kinds of sundry 
government art jobs from Orissa Review jackets to Orissa 
pavilions and welcome gates. To make art a profession without 
sliding into cheap book illustrations and sign writings was a 
distant dream even in eighties. But with the coming of the 
young generation, it became a reality and a possibility. 

Art in nineties in India was coming off the easels, 
studios are being transformed into art performing arenas and 
art as an equally intellectual avocation were gaining ground. 
In the international scene far-reaching changes were 
happening. The international Triennials and Biennials, 
Symposia, Workshops and Spectacles are becoming fashion 
in the art world. Fashionable terms like ‘conceptual art’, 
‘multiculturalism’ and ‘postmodernism’ started gaining 
significance. Critics were vociferous about the failure of the 
modern art movements and talking of the end of the Art world 
at the closure of a millennium. Everyone was looking for a 
new beginning. 

Modernism represents a reality determined to confront 
the illusions of the past. Though a series of chain, reactions 
and often simultaneous equivocations, beginning with 
Cezanne and the cubists, modernism has set out to dispel 
the illusions of the picture plane and its subject matter and as 
Moholy Nagy once proclaimed, to move into a new space- 
time. 11 

Although | uphold the legacy, | don't intent to prolong 
this in favor of an aesthetic institution to act as guardians of 
the tradition of oil painting, or even swadeshi art of temperas 
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and wash paintings. My legacy is stretchable, changeable and 
transformable to the tune of sociological, political and 
economic conditions prevailing today. While talking of newart, 
| am aware of the evolution that led the agrarian to the 
industrial, from a closed to an open democratic structure, and 
from a premodern towards a modernistic sensibility. For an 
artist, this evolutionary process is a struggle, a yearning for a 
better world, and, in some cases, a neurosis in being unable 
to attain it. In Orissa the experience is even more painful. 

This art struggle does not only stem from the efforts of 
the twentieth century modern artists, but originates right from 
the beginning when primitive man who unconsciously created 
artistic forms on the walls of the caves. This struggle has not 
yet terminated but appears in new and newer incarnations. 
One might speculate that the only real difference between 
the institutions at the outset of the century and those in recent 
years is that now they function with a more “professional” aura, 
a certain detachment that is more market driven and more 
overtly cynical. 

One must agree that both the modernistic movements 
of the past years as well as the postmodernistic movements 
of the present times stem from an international source, it is 
not indigenous neither in India and definitely not in Orissa. 
Our actions and reactions are not addressed to a local reality, 
although we are poised in this local situation. In the 
international art scenario today, the old barriers of countries 
and continents have melted giving way to an international 
community of artists working in different locations on the globe. 
There are no more ‘isms’ but individual enlightenments and 
contributions. 

Therefore anything now happens politically in the United 


19 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


States of America, | am referring to the 11th September 
disaster, it has its reverberations and ramifications in India 
and else where. The visual image of the aeroplane striking 
the World Trade Centre building on one side and coming out 
of the other side like a ball of fire is extremely powerful to 
drive you to a nightmare. This image intensified by latest 
electronic media technology and backed by the anger and 
anguish of a super power nation became a paradigm through 
which the disasters of Orissan Super-Cyclone and torrential 
floods could be portrayed, no matter these are natural 
calamities. When the earthquake tragedy of Armenia 
disastrously shook the erstwhile Soviet Union, only a lone 
painter in Orissa, Ramahari Jena reacted in his paintings but 
the WTC disaster has caught the imagination of at least a 
hundred Orissan artists including the clay image makers who 
vent their imagination in the Durga Pandal installations and 
onthe Puri Sea beach (Sand art by Sudarshan Pattnaik, Times 
of India, 26 Nov.2001). | would like to draw your attention to 
the event organized at Soochna Bhawan under the aegis of 
Working Artists Association on the eve of the new millennium, 
aroused considerable interest among the Orissan artists to 
invent a few marvellous presentations running from the 
performance art presentation on Super Cyclone conceived 
by Sovan Kumar interluded by Soubhagya's poetry on ‘Time’ 
to a dozen other conceptions like Passage for Renewal 
(Jagannatha Panda), Housing as a Verb (D.N. Rao), Myth of 
Renewal (Dinanath Pathy), Of Images and Bodies (Pratap 
Chandra Jena), Fragmented Identities (Pratul Dash), The 
Changing Self (Tapan Kumar Dash), Sex, Day Dreams and 
Toothpaste Tubes (Birendra Pani), Avataras (Bibhu Prasad 
Patnaik), Environment (Subrat Kumar Mallik), My Art and My 
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Earth (Sudhansu Bhusana Sutar), Cow Boy and Golden Boy 
(M. Sovan Kumar), Fish as the Death Image (Raijib Nayak), 
Life Cycle (Ramahari Jena), The Universal Disc (Pranati 
Mahapatra), All Things Pass Away (Prabir Dalai), Me Malika 
(Panchannan Samal), Crow in the Flux (Gyanesh Mishra), 
Dream in a New Millennium (Gajendra Kumar Padhi), Ritual 
and Cultural Awareness (Chakradhar Behera), Pond and the 
Question of Survival (Chandra Sekhar Rao), and Haat and 
Bazzar (Anup Chand). 

Political factors, economic issues and the patronages 
have worked at the roots of art movements. The Dada artists 
living in Zurich in 1916, mostly the refugees projected their 
guilt and frustration over the tragic circumstances of the war 
by rebelling against “ bourgeois intellectualism”. On the other 
hand, the Russian Avant garde (futurists, formalists, 
supermatists, constructivists, productivists) were experiencing 
a different historical reality. In contrast to the Zurich Dadaists, 
the Russian Avant garde had a different motivation in 
attempting to realize a different kind of work more given to a 
Utopian dream.12 

Orissan art situation does not lack issues but the 
Orissan mind does which might drive the art practitioners to 
invent new theories, even new creations. We in Orissa can no 
more remain isolated. We have to perform to an international 
audience and compete with artists who are better placed 
politically and economically. The media which promotes their 
artists in New York, Paris, London or even New Delhi is almost 
silent in Orissa. Here politicians are the only heroes. Artists 
never appear on front pages of news papers. Even the elites 
such as writers and poets are unconcerned about artists and 
their art. They are obsessed in their own power game. The 
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Culture University where the poets, musicians, performers, 
painters and sculptors should have ruled the roast are nowhere 
in sight. This has turned out to be inconsequential to an 
emerging art movement in Orissa, becoming only responsible 
to produce art siblings of feeble enlightenment. The University 
has turned out to be a subtext in an Orissan opera. 

The theoretical paradigms which became an institution 
not only through the embrace of machine aesthetics, but also 
by the desire to escape has not been understood by Orissan 
artists. The present conflict which led to an escape from the 
institutions of culture-namely, the museum that sanctions art 
for historicat and ideological purposes landed up in conceptual 
art and art performances. The psychoanalysts view this as 
the result of the Freudian impulse to move beyond or outside 
the authority of the father, or in this case, the institution, has 
possessed Avant garde artists ranging form Picasso to 
Duchamp. 

The resurfacing of the Oedipal drive as having its own 
subtextual legacy-including the various theoretical attempts 
to disapprove the Freudian impulse as a motivating force within 
the course of modernism, has been spelled out on numerous 
Occasions in poststructuralist literature over the past two 
decades. !3 

Still, one cannot assume that this conflict is the sole 
motivating factor in the evolving structure of art as it relates to 
problems of modernism. 

Art historians and critics opine that instead of delving 
into psychoanalytic or social science theories to understand 
the under currents of modernism in art, it would be profitable 
to base our observations on actual events that happened 
during the course of modernist Avant garde. 
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The two most important paradigms which have 
influenced the newart of recent years are (1) Performance 
Art and (2) Conceptual Art. To understand the first we may go 
back to history, to an event of November 7, 1920 performed in 
honor of the third anniversary of the October Revolution, in 
which the storming of the winter palace was virtually 
reconstructed and reenacted in every detail. 14 

This colossal-scale extravaganza, directed by Nikolai 
Yevreinov with the assistance of three theatre directors, 
included nearly 2,700 participants. Among them were soldiers, 
circus artists, ballet dancers and a five hundred-piece 
orchestra. Inspired by agitprop theatre and demonstration 
organized two years earlier by the Russian futurist Nathan 
Altman, this massive undertaking was the kind of spectacle 
that would only occur today if major broadcast corporations 
were on the site backed by major advertising. Instead of 
television footage, the only remaining documentation of this 
event are a few grainy photographs and some sketches and 
diagrams used to coordinate the production. 15 

The larger point related to the Storming of the Winter 
Palace is the desire to replicate the original political upheaval 
in exact detail as a simulated event - in fact as a performance. 
Even without the advanced technology of television and 
computers, the desire to make a spectacle that would 
accurately simulate the ‘real’ event suggests one of the critical 
attributes of the modernist Avant-garde : that the reproduction 
of the original was in fact a replacement of the historical 
actuality. 16 

The performance of the Storming of the Winter Palace 
in 1920, three years after the original, constituted yet another 
historical staging, a theatrical doubling that would be labeled 
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‘art’, Not only the performance would become ‘art’, but it would 
also come to present the historical events as if the event were 
secondary to the experience of the performance itself. 

During the Dada revival of the late fifties and sixties in 
New York, the Avant-garde composer John Cage revived this 
issue in another context by ignoring history in favor of structural 
improvisation and chance operation. 

Allan Kaprow, also expressed ambivalent feelings about 
historical references in the ‘art performance’ or happening. 
He said that ‘past’ has no longer to be done and need not be 
embalmed. In sixties than arose the Fluxus movement. Under 
an authoritarian leadership of an eccentric Lithuanian artist 
named George Maciunas, those associated with Fluxus 
generally preferred the ephemera! over the permanent, the 
concept over the form and event over the object. 18 

These Fluxus artists preferred absurdity and wit to the 
seriousness given to experimentalist painting or to the more 
fashionable emergence of Pop art. Fluxus was, in one sense, 
anti-historical, it tried to exist without a referent. A few other 
artists like Dick Higgins and Ben Patterson etc. preferred mini- 
happenings, often involving music and poetry. They refuted 
large-scale spectacles in favor of Artaud's more hermetic style 
of unmediated experience. In these attempts there was a 
certain elegance, a certain refusal to conform to what the 
museum (or art gallery) wanted as official art or what the 
history of art seemed to dictate as the next logical step in the 
progressive linearity of modernism. 

The Fluxus movement did not last long, It was elegant 
but not entirely cynical, it was spirited but not spiritual. In this 
way it captured the heightened ecstatic flavor of the sixties 
when revolution was in the air, and it did not matter whether 
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the event was history or simulation, whether it was ‘real’ or 
‘art’, the Fluxus was limited by its own contextualization. 

1 am tempted to review the Puri Car Festival spectacle 
as well as the Art performance of Sovan Kumar in Khoj at 
Delhi held last year in the context of conceptual art. 

The car festival of Puri no doubt a grand spectacle, an 
eventful happening with a participation of more than thousands 
of temple administrators, temple servants, artists, musicians 
and people who drag the chariots. it is in a way ahistorical 
because it intents to recreate an imaginary journey of the 
deities - Jagannatha, Balabhadra and Subhadra from the main 
temple to the summer palace along the grand road. It no doubt 
creates an effect of ‘art’ because it not only enacts an unreal 
event, it has replaced an unreal event to be historically ‘real’. 
The only incongruent aspect in this performance is that the 
central images are not the performers but antiques. The 
attempts to make this event historical through repeated similar 
performance do not label it as “Art Performance”. The ritualistic 
and religious confirmation through these events lead to an 
official event in the temple calendar. While Sovan's Art 
performance arising out of the bitterness of his own marriage 
is a statement of significance in the context of Orissan'newart’. 

Concept art is a similar such art phenomenon like the 
performance art. Henry Flynt in his essay "Concept Art" (1961) 
writes “Concept art is first of all an art of which the material is 
concept, as the material, e.g., of music is sound. Since concept 
is closely bound up with language, concept is a kind of art of 
which the material is language. 19 

In a “Correspondence” with Andrea Miller-Keller (1981- 
83), Le Witt stated : “his (Flynt’s) idea of it ( concept art) was 
Duchampian-Fluxus. Mine tended to have more to do with 
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the way artists do their work, and to redirect the emphasis to 
idea rather than effect. 20 

But Flynt disapproved any connection with the Fluxus 
in recent years so as to retain rights to his linguistic 
breakthrough in art.21 

Soubhagya Pathy’s recent studies into the Pictorial Art 
Linguistics in the context of Orissan art reveal very many 
interesting facts of ‘Concept art’, visa vis the traditional 
legacy.22 

Concept art was formulated at a time which could be 
called the era of happenings and environments, the era of 
assemblage and junk sculpture, the era of the beat generation, 
jazz and poetry readings, the underground rebellion against 
the status quo of the American way of life. There are several 
approaches to the ‘conceptual art’. Le Witt's source of 
conceptual art from minimalistic approach was more to do 
with reductivism, sequence and seriation. However conceptual 
art has its genesis in the art of the ‘readymades’ which Marce! 
Duchamp started in(1915-23). His work The Bride Stripped 
Bare by Her Bachelors Even or the bicycle turned upside down 
and fastened to the top of a kitchen stool, or the galvanized 
bottle-drying rack with his signature and date are a few 
significant examples. As per Duchamp “ A point which | want 
very much to establish is that the choice of these “readymades” 
was never dictated by aesthetic delectation. This choice was 
based on a reaction of visual indifference with a total absence 
of good and bad taste at the same time...in fact a complete 
anesthesia.23 

One cannot ignore or deny the industria! context of the 
readymade. It functioned as a sign or series of signs related 
directly to mass-produced items taken from Ford's assembly 
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line. Duchamp's point was that the Bride of industry has-at 
least, temporarily-taken over art. Poet and critic Octavio Paz 
once saws an erotic “rendezvous”24-that is, a chance 
encounter, a concept that owes a certain debt to the 
protosurrealism of the writer Isidore Ducasse (Lautremont). 

Duchamp'’s readymades signified a shifting linguistic 
structure in art, but they were never intended by the artists to 
be art in the strict sense. For Duchamp, the concept of the 
readymade was the work of art, not the readymade object 
itself. It was the signifying power of the readymade that was 
important in shifting the emphasis of art from the objects to 
ideas. In suggesting that art could exit as an idea, the 
readymades gave art a secondary power: to further provoke 
ideas within a ‘nonretinal’ system through thought expressed 
as language.2° 

Whether an installation, or an 'investigation’26, it is the 
signifying power of the readymades that influenced the 
development of conceptual art in the late sixties and early 
seventies. This replaced formalist aesthetics within a new 
linguistic structure.2? 

It was this new linguistic structure that moved art from 
its preeminent objecthood-paintings and sculptures 
predestined for the museum- to a more open and 
dematerialized existence outside the museum. By the end of 
the sixties, art has become a free agent removed from tts 
relic-container and thus, destined to define itself outside the 
confines of the institution. 

In Orissa, in seventies it was Anant Panda who used 
readymades in his art. The readymades were cycle seats, 
mirrors, parts of machines, broken ceramic cups and other 
fragments. But the intention of these art pieces was to use 
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throw away materials and were meant for SUPW (Socially 
useful productive works) in schools. He did these pieces to 
demonstrate a ‘social’ idea to school students more than art. 
Artabandhu Rout created a few ‘beautiful’ sculptures out of 
readymades in eighties and he is still doing readymades. His 
latest one with ped-locks displayed in Oddiyan Mumbai#8 is 
of course more imaginative. For a short span of time in eighties 
and nineties, use of readymades became fashionable with 
young artists who took to them for a change. Two names that 
come to my mind are of Pramod Kumar Mohanty and Alekh 
Charan Sahu. But the dramatic transformation of readymades 
and their authentication as objects of art were lacking. These 
were neither witty nor shocking. 

The conceptual art finds fulfillment in the works of 
Jagannatha Panda, in his site specific art in Japan where he 
explores five cosmic elements to be enacted in a global like 
structure, with an opening at the top. This opening relates the 
inner space with the outer and endows the work with a cosmic 
significance. His concern with space and its manifestation in 
house structures with care for environment, culture and 
tradition; and his attempts to relate his art in the networking of 
local and global! is more conceptual than material. 

Adwaita Prasad Gadanayak'’s installation in the 11th 
Triennial India evokes a lot of questions on the permanency 
of art as an object. Adwaita converted his Contessa car at the 
Rabindra Bhawan Complex, New Delhi into an electioneering 
mode with the fixation of loud speaker funnels and political 
slogans bringing the vehicle to a point of immobility. This 
installation brought into focus the futility of present day 
democracy. 

The conceptual artists emhasised the invisibility of the 
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matter, to involve art with “the entire space” and “get away 
from the concern with color”. Artists of the ‘newart’ abhorred 
traditional materials like the canvas, color, stone or wood. They 
looked for new materials or non materials. It has therefore 
been variously named conceptual (Concept, Idea) art, Beyond 
- the object art, Attitude art, etc. 22? There are also other 
definitions like Think art (Art in the Mind), or Para-art, Meta- 
art. 

“Conceptual art rejects aesthetic quality as a necessary 
component of art-work or propositions, because it defines art 
solely in morphological terms. Going further Morris stated in 
1970, that concern with quality in art can only be another 
form of consumer research...."30 

According to lan Burn and Mel Ramsden(1970) 
morphology should be replaced by methodology Hardware 
art, (the art of the legacy) is comparable to the work of a 
lexicographer who is interested in the structure; Software art 
to that of a grammarian who is interested in function.31! 

As noted by Honnef, the framework of traditional art 
leading to an aesthetic form had been the question ‘how’: 
how is it painted, how is it composed, how are the problems 
solved? For the ‘how’ conceptual art has substituted ‘what’: 
What is the nature of art ? For a decorative aesthetics it 
substituted a functional aesthetics. In Conceptual art, the form 
of a proposition is merely a reflection of its context, and 
aesthetic quality serves merely to facilitate the perception of 
the intimated relationships.32 

The uttramodern minds devalue Formalist art as an 
ornament. Formalist art (painting and sculpture) is the 
vanguard of decoration, and strictly speaking, one could 
reasonably assert that its art condition is so minimal that for 
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all functional purposes it is not art at all, but pure exercises in 
aesthetics.33 

The new thinking has led art to the end of the Art- 
World. In the introduction to the recent book of Robert 
C.Morgan, The End of the Art World(1998), Bill Beckley in the 
Forword: The Beginning of the Art world makes a very relevant 
remark. 

“Renewal, whether it be self-renewal or renewal of 
aesthetic norms, is a different sort of thing than modernism's 
notion of progress via technological advance. This renewal 
happens periodically in individuals and societies, and Morgan's 
criticism opens possibilities on either front. The Duchampian 
chess game-as interpreted by the market place is over. The 
winner is irrelevant, and the queens, kings, knights and pawns 
lay sprawled across the floor. In Morgan's terms, it's time “to 
rediscover the act of seeing”, but in conjunction with thinking 
and feeling to come back to art in a way that it might make a 
difference, “that it might actually benefit our lives”. 34 

The ‘new art’ in Orissa has started, a decade ago. 
Since we have boarded the piain to reach New York, 
symbolically saying, we have to travel on and on till we reach 
a dead end or to find New York on flames. But neither travelling 
nor being static does not make a supposition in the process 
of evolution. We have to constantly unfold, evolve. This the 
challenge of creativity. The artist of ‘new art’ movement in 
Orissa of course with a very few exceptions cannot claim to 
be ‘new’ in the context of global art. Nevertheless they have a 
point to make, i.e. to break the stagnation of Orissan art scene, 
“to smoke them out of the holes” (using President George W. 
Bush's phrase to our advantage). 

I am mentioning here the names of the artists of the 


30 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


new generation, who claim relevance in Orissan ‘new art’. They 
are Adwaita Prasad Gadnayak, Jagannatha Panda, Anjan 
Kumar Sahoo, M.Sovan Kumar, Prithvi Raj Singh Deo, Pratul 
Dash, Tapan Dash, Jyoti Ranjan Panigrahi, Sudhansu Bhusan 
Sutar, Bibhu Prasad Patnaik, Birendra Pani, Alok Bal, 
Artabandhu Rout, Rajib Nayak, Prabir Dalai, Anup Chand, 
Panchanan Samal, Dharmapada Biswal, Tarakant Parida, 
Suchismita Sahu, Susmita Sahu, Swarnalata Satpathy, 
Manjushree Biswal, Subrat Kumar Mallick, Subhankar 
Tarafdar, Kamal Lochan Dora,, Soubhagya Pathy, Pratap 
Chandra Jena, Gadadhar Ojha, Sudarsan Biswal, Gajendra 
Kumar Padhi, Ashis Pahi, Jagannatha Mahapatra, Prasant 
Kumar Sahu, Sitikant Patnaik, Helen and Rajalakshmi 
Panda.35 [ 

Let me end this essay with the wise words of Suzi 
Gablik. “Our art seems in the last few years, to be leaving its 
experimental period behind. There has been so much varied 
activity over the past half-century that most prejudices have 
now been destroyed. The old and the new intermingle; and it 
has become clear that imitation and invention art not, are of 
themselves, either good or bad. In our present state of 
freedom, there is no recognized means of prescribing or 
forbidding anything to anyone. We can see now, however, that 
rebellion and freedom are not enough: modernism has moved 
us too far in the direction of radical subjectivity and a 
destructive relativism. At this point we might do well to make 
the most of a few well-observed rules again, for this is the 
mainspring of all art. Only when traditional rules exist, and 
one is used of expecting them, can one then enjoy breaking 
them? Tradition teaches wisdom, and the fina! lesson of 
modernism may be no more than this: that we need a fruitful 
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tension between freedom and restraint. The concept of the 
good is necessarily bound up with the concept of observing a 
limit. Perhaps after a long phase of rebelliously throwing out 
everything, we are more able to recognize that what is most 
acutely missing now is a sense of limits. Since immunity from 
the responsibility of tradition has itself become a tradition, 
perhaps we can go forward from the point we have reached 
by also going back, with a new knowledge of how form, 
structure, and authority sustain the spirit and enable us to live 
our lives with more vision; they are a necessary condition of 
our well-being. 36 © 
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